Imagine a society in which the most frequent occasion for speaking and delivering messages to audiences is in the court system. Instead of hiring a lawyer, both plaintiffs and defendants speak on their own behalf. In this society, juries (large groups of fellow citizens) largely make their decisions about the case based on the perceived character of the speakers themselves and the likelihood that as individuals, they would behave in certain ways and take certain actions. Indeed, factual evidence is rarely introduced in such cases, and the audience's perceptions are formed largely by what the speakers have to say and how they present themselves. Speakers on both sides use arguments from probabilityfor example, "Would a person who has behaved as I have in the past take the action I've been accused of?" or "Would I have risked disgrace in this way when I had so much to lose by doing so?"
What is important in these trials, then, is the portrayal of one's moral character and the extent to which it aligns with the conventional values and beliefs of the host society and the speaker's audience. It is in one's interest to present oneself in the best possible light, because the perception of one's presumed character is all the jury will rely on to reach its verdict. The juries' decisions are made according to the likelihood that events occurred in one way versus another, and they are based on a confluence of factors. Because material evidence is weighed less heavily than testimony and representations, what is perceived to be the case and what is attributed to the situation by the jury are key. By now, some readers will recognize that the scenario I have just described is very much like that in ancient Athens in Aristotle's time (4th century B.C.). Speakers in that culture addressed juries of their peers who reached their decisions based largely on what the speakers had to say. Jurors sized up the situation by evaluating the events as reported, the characteristics as attributed to the people involved, the groups with which those people were associated, the skill of the speakers' expression, the quality of their appearance, and the probable motives of both parties (Kennedy, 1991) . Then they reached their decision. The decision itself was an attribution, based on what they had heard, and it was very tied up with their perception of the speakers' credibility (ethos) and with social values related to the situation and its larger context. I described this scenario in detail because I believe that it is analogous to what Nicholas C. Burbules (2001) has called the use of "distributed credibility" on the World Wide Web. Burbules argued that Web site users make their determinations about credibility by relying on a number of factors. As he noted, "Credibility is not just one thing, and judgments about it inevitably bring in considerations that are not purely matters of assessing knowledge claims" (p. 441). He noted that traditional models of credibility, based on such factors as the identity of the author, the credentials of the author, the site sponsor, and author affiliations that the user is supposed to scrupulously examine, do not work well. Web site users do not proceed so methodically; instead, they make rapid choices and decisions based on a number of aspects, similar to the way in which the Athenian juries made their decisions. In this article, I expand on Burbules's observation by discussing some current metalevel research on credibility that indicates users often do not make credibility judgments in the way they say they do. Instead, they tend to rely on appearances (again, like the jurors of ancient Greece). In the end, the process that they use is based on attributions and probabilities and does not have closure but instead is ongoing. Furthermore, it is intrinsically related to the nature of text on the Web and to its characteristics as a communication environment.
CREDIBILITY, THE "WORK," AND THE "TEXT"
In the early days of the Web and even since then, there has been a tendency in the literature to recommend a process for judging the credibility of online sites by viewing them as works. Following Roland Barthes's (1977) distinction between work and Text, this seems inappropriate. In his essay "From Work to Text," Barthes noted that in accordance with modernist epistemology, "the work is caught up in a process of filiation . . . a determination of the work by the world . . . and a conformity of the work to the author" (p. 160). In this view, the author is perceived as the originator who, through his or her motives, inscribes intentionality into the work. Once the user discovers the author's identity, motives, expertise, and associations, the user is supposedly in a position to make Warnick / ONLINE ETHOS 257 a grounded judgment about credibility. Credibility has traditionally been viewed as an attribute of the source's trustworthiness and competence (Fritch & Cromwell, 2001 ). To be viewed as credible, the author must be perceived as a person of good will who has the audience's best interest at heart and also as an expert in some sense-one who is qualified to speak on the topic at hand.
It is for this reason that many articles on Web site credibility emphasize authorship of the site as a primary criterion for judging its value (Alexander & Tate, 1996; Fritch & Cromwell, 2001; Harris, 1997) . For example, one article in the social work field ranks identity of the site sponsor and identity of the site author as two of the three most important markers of Web site credibility (see Lynch, Vernon, & Smith, 2001) . After recommending that users investigate sponsorship by reading the "about us" link and the mission statement, the article moves on to the subject of site author. It notes that many sites post information compiled by staff with no author identified, but encourages readers "to email the website to get further information or to phone the organization and inquire about authorship" (Lynch et al., 2001) . In this view, knowing authorship provides closure. Only when we know the author can we assess trustworthiness and expertise of the work. Barthes (1977) , on the other hand, contrasted the concept of work with that of Text. Viewing an artifact as a work is problematic because its explanation "is always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end . . . the voice of a single person, that author 'confiding' in us" (p. 143). He contrasted this role with that of the narrator or shaman who "performs" the text. Performing aligns with the conception of Text as a multiplicity, an emergence; it is a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The Text is a tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable centres of culture. . . . [Its] writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original. His only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with others, in such a way as to never rest on any one of them. (Barthes, 1977, p. 146) This characterization of Text brings to mind the nature of the Web. It is largely composed of texts produced through corporate authorship, constantly revised, often borrowed, and frequently parasitic on other texts to which they are linked. In its intertextuality, its performative forms, and its indeterminacy, the Web text is more like an organism than like a work. As Barthes (1977) noted, the Text on this view grows by vital expansion, by "development" (a word which is significantly ambiguous, at once biological and rhetorical); the metaphor of the Text is that of the network; if the Text extends itself, it is as the result of a combinatory systemic. (p. 161) In Barthes' (1977) view, then, texts on the Web incline more toward habitation and appropriation by the reader in whom their multiplicity becomes 258 AMERICAN BEHAVIORAL SCIENTIST focused: "The reader is the space on which all quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its destination" (p. 148). If this description holds up, then sites on the Web would be experienced and evaluated according to reader-oriented agendas, and the author role would become one of many aspects or factors in the workings of some form of de facto credibility or legitimating process. Let us see if this might be the case by looking at what readers do when they make credibility assessments on the Web.
READERS' CREDIBILITY ASSESSMENTS: WHAT THEY SAY IS NOT WHAT THEY DO
Of interest in regard to how users judge Web site credibility are a number of studies that have appeared in the past 3 years (e.g., Fogg, Soohoo, & Danielson, 2002; Princeton Survey Research Associates, 2002; Sweetland, 2000) . I will now discuss three of them in a logical rather than chronological order, beginning with what people say they look for, then moving to a study of what they actually do, and ending with a description of what expert users view as important. In examining these findings, what will become apparent is that users assess Web sites according to a number of factors, of which author and sponsor identity is only one, and probably not the most important. In short, these studies provide empirical support for Burbules's (2001) claim that Web site credibility judgments are driven by social and normative factors that have to do with the nature of the Web environment and by values and priorities attaching to context and community values.
The first study was based on telephone interviews with 1,500 Internet users aged 18 and older between December 20, 2001, and January 7, 2002. The survey was conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates (2002) for Consumer WebWatch as part of a 3-year grant-funded project of the Consumers Union. The executive summary of this study notes that although respondents reported that they generally have a low level of trust in commercial Web sites (only 29% said they trusted these sites, and only 33% said they trusted their advice), the respondents use the sites anyway. Respondents reported that they wanted the sites to provide clear information on who runs the site, how to reach those people, the site's privacy policy, and other factors related to site authorship and sponsorship. The study also concludes, however, that "credibility and trust online are the product of many factors, including each person's overall view of the world and the level of trust of people in general" (Princeton Survey Research Associates, 2002, p. 6) .
Of the nine key reasons respondents gave for going to one site rather than another, the top six had percentages ranked as very important when asked about Web sites in general (see Table 1 ).
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It is clear from what these respondents said that they presumably looked to the identity, motives, and practices of the site originator as part of their decisions about source credibility. Three of the six factors (identifying sources used, finding out facts about the site itself, and knowing who owns the site) appear related to site authorship and motives.
The results of this first study can be contrasted with a second, follow-on study to the Princeton survey in which Fogg et al. (2002) examined 2,440 comments from 2,684 people who evaluated two live Web sites selected from 10 categories (100 sites total). They found that people rarely used the rigorous criteria that Princeton Survey Research Associates (2002) had indicated were most important. Instead, "the average consumer paid far more attention to the superficial aspects of a site, such as visual cues, than to its content," and "less than 10 percent of the participants' comments referred to the identity of the site or its operator" (Fogg et al., 2002, p. 6) . In fact, when users commented on the aspects of the site that led them to choose one site as opposed to another, they relied more heavily on the site design look than on any other Web site feature. In the Fogg et al. study, site design included layout, typography, use of white space, images, color schemes, and other visual factors. Nearly half of all site evaluators (46.1%) used such visual cues. The next most frequently mentioned aspect noticed by evaluators was information design and structure (28.5%), which included organization and placement of the information and how hard it was to navigate to find what the user was looking for. Next was information focus (25.1%), which referred to the perceived scope or focus of the site. Of the 18 aspects ranked by Fogg et al., the identity of the site operator (disclosure of information about the organization behind the site and who produced it) was ranked 11th and mentioned in only 8.8% of the comments. Fogg et al. concluded, it's important to note that credibility is a perceived quality. It is not a property of a Web site. . . . When one discusses credibility, it is always from the perspective of the observer's perception. It's also important to understand that people perceive credibility by evaluating multiple dimensions simultaneously. (p. 9) 260 AMERICAN BEHAVIORAL SCIENTIST Like Burbules (2001) , Fogg et al. emphasized the speed with which users generally make judgments, and they speculated that this might be a reason why design look seems important: "The visual design may be the first test of a site's credibility. If it fails on this criterion, Web users are likely to abandon the site and seek other sources of information and services" (p. 26). They also noted that there were variations on this factor between different categories of sites. Visual design issues occurred more frequently on finance, search engine, travel, and e-commerce sites and less frequently on health, news, and nonprofit sites. In any case, the discrepancy between their observational study and the findings of the preceding telephone-interview study was apparent. A third study of interest was done by James H. Sweetland (2000), who examined Web site reviews in Choice magazine, a reviewing medium for academic libraries. Sweetland studied a sample of 48 Choice reviews randomly selected from its 482 reviews of Web sites. Because Choice has a strong reputation and considerable experience in reviewing academic materials, Sweetland surmised that "the sample should thus reflect not only high quality reviews, but a reasonable sample of what criteria are actually used by academics in evaluating Web sites" (p. 750). Using three widely accepted sets of Web site evaluation criteria, Sweetland examined the reviews to see how frequently they invoked these criteria in evaluating Web sites. Table 2 focuses on only one of these three sets of criteria (Wilkinson, Oliver, & Bennett, 1997) , and it provides a list of the 6 top ranked of the 11 criteria of Wilkinson et al. (1997) .
Understandably, bibliographic information as contained in Criterion 2 (see Table 2 ) was noted in all 48 reviews written in a magazine for academic librarians. But aside from that, Choice magazine's Web site reviews made judgments that in some senses, resembled those of the users who responded to the Fogg et al. (2002) study. They considered information structure and navigation (combined and ranked 2nd in Fogg et al.) and usability (ranked in the 2nd-and 12th-Warnick / ONLINE ETHOS 261 ranked categories of Fogg et al.) as important, and they ranked identity of the site author behind these. Nevertheless, the reviewers for Choice were much less influenced by design look than were the users in the Fogg et al. study; they ranked aesthetics and affective aspects 11th out of 11 categories. The results of these three studies indicate that when users consider credibility as a dimension in their choice of Web sites, their evaluation is not intrinsically tied to the identity of the site author or credentials. Instead, users are more influenced by other factors, such as professionalism of design, usability, relevance and usefulness of site content, motivation, and other factors that operate as signs of trustworthiness and expertise. Furthermore, the criteria users apply depend on the type of site-search engine, e-commerce, entertainment, finance, news, health advice, nonprofit, and so forth. Therefore, if guidelines for Web site evaluation are to be connected to actual user behavior, they cannot be generic and universally applied but instead must be sensitive to context and the user's purpose.
THREE CURRENT PROBLEMS IN EVALUATING WEB SITE CREDIBILITY
Thus far, this article has argued that a "one-size-fits-all" approach to Web site credibility assessment does not work well because it does not align with what users actually do. Furthermore, it fails to recognize the Web's nature as a networked system embedding many different site genres and contexts. Ultimately, evaluation of Web site credibility will need to address at least three problems presented by the current organic and developing public Web.
One problem with the traditional technical approach to credibility assessment is that many of the proposed models for Web site evaluation are field independent. They treat Web sites as being generically subject to a set of global standards (e.g., Alexander & Tate, 1996; Harris, 1997; Wilkinson et al., 1997) . The idea that sites should instead be considered in light of their purpose and function brings to mind Stephen Toulmin's (1969) idea that discourse practices depend on the field of activity in which they occur. For example, legitimation criteria as applied to Web sites are different for e-commerce sites (strong privacy policy, secure transactions, and careful use of user information) than they are for health sites (information accuracy, site sponsorship, and credentials of physicians [Eysenbach, Powell, Kuss, & Sa, 2002] ). The implication of a field-dependence standard is that librarians and information scientists should continue to develop assessment standards for various genres of Web sites rather than more specific but generic standards.
Focus on field dependence could move us toward a more situated approach to credibility assessment. Bertram C. Bruce (2000) has noted that purely technical approaches (refinement of Boolean searches, using subsets of evaluation criteria, search engine analysis, etc.) become too deeply embedded in technological enframing of credibility. Field dependency, on the other hand, inclines us to consider instead the relevance and usefulness of a site as experienced by users.
A second problem with credibility assessment arises from the circularity of the process by which we make credibility judgments when we are on the Web.
Users often corroborate what they find on a site by consulting other resources in the networked system. We discover a useful source and then use a search engine to find out more about its affiliations. We see a virus warning and then navigate to another site or sites to learn more about it. Burbules (2001) referred to the Internet as "a self-sustaining reference system" and compared it to a dictionary where we look up the meaning of one word, it gives us another; we look up the meaning of that word, it gives us the first word we started with. . . . The very assistance we seek merely leads us in circles within the network. (p. 441)
The nature of the Web as Text, as organic, often does not lend itself well to conclusively determining the credibility of a site based on material or objective criteria.
A third problem devolves from the changing nature of the Web itself. During the past 2 years, for example, I have noticed some changing trends in the evolving public Web that make credibility judgments increasingly difficult. For example, site sponsorship and author identity are frequently not indicated; instead, all one finds is an e-mail address to write to, and one seldom gets a reply. My students have resorted to searching on whois.com to see to whom the site is registered, but that often is not useful information (see Fritch & Cromwell, 2001 , for an example.) Domain names are proliferating; we can no longer rely on .com, .net, .org, .edu, .gov, and so forth. Now, .info, .biz, and others are added to the mix, and the URL becomes less and less a reliable marker of what type of site it is. Update dates seem to be indicated less and less often; they are replaced by time stamps that the novice user mistakenly takes to be an update date. These factors and others make ascertaining Web site credibility increasingly more difficult. Tracking these changing practices would be interesting in itself and might provide the grounds for some recommendations for improving the potential for Web site credibility judgments.
CONCLUSION
In this article, I have argued that we need to move away from the tendency to think of credibility assessment on the Web in modernist terms. A modernist approach considers the source or author of a site as an essential gauge of its trustworthiness and expertise. But clear indication of authorship, sponsorship, and credentialing is not ubiquitous on the Web. For some genres of sites such as entertainment, sports, and travel, users appear to attend much more closely to Warnick / ONLINE ETHOS 263 site functionality and usefulness than to source identification in choosing a site. Some segments of the Web seem to function as an authorless environment where the author's identity is of little or no importance. Instead, it is the quality of the performance that counts.
In his essay, "What Is an Author?" Michel Foucault reminded readers of a time when epics, drama, and narratives "were accepted, put into circulation, and valorized without any question about the identity of their author" (Rabinow, 1984, p. 109) . Foucault called for a move to deprive the subject or source of its role as originator and instead to analyze the subject "as a variable and complex function of discourse" (Rabinow, 1984, p. 118) . This statement implies that all forms of discourse have limiting conditions by which one chooses some texts and excludes others from consideration. If the author function recedes in importance, other systems of constraint-other limiting conditions-will go into operation. In judging credibility on the public Web, these might be skillful design, image quality, usability, information structure, comprehensiveness, absence of self-interest, usefulness, or a host of other Web site characteristics that are not ostensibly linked to site authorship. To fruitfully investigate how these function in practice and in context, we may need to revise the theoretical models on which Web site credibility judgments are made.
